Determining the referent of a novel name is a critical task for young language learners. The majority of studies on children's referent selection focus on manipulating the sources of information (linguistic, contextual and pragmatic) that children can use to solve the referent mapping problem. Here, we take a step back and explore how children's endogenous biases towards novelty and their own familiarity with novel objects influence their performance in such a task. We familiarized 2-year-old children with previously novel objects. Then, on novel name referent selection trials children were asked to select the referent from three novel objects: two previously seen and one completely novel object. Children demonstrated a clear bias to select the most novel object. A second experiment controls for pragmatic responding and replicates this finding. We conclude, therefore, that children's referent selection is biased by previous exposure and children's endogenous bias to novelty.
Introduction
The problem of learning words is a problem of ambiguity wrapped in uncertainty and shrouded in vagueness. On the auditory side, the acoustic cues to individual phonemes are inherently context dependent, and at the level of words, there are few cues that allow the listener to unambiguously segment a word. On the visual and conceptual side, parsing objects from the visual scene is extraordinarily difficult, and how the properties of those objects are mapped to concepts and categories is still not understood. Children, of course, must solve both problems without substantial top-down knowledge, and without always knowing all the relevant features of the input.
However, learning a word requires children to face a third level of ambiguity: they must learn which of those highly ambiguous auditory categories maps to which of those highly uncertain visual categories. This mapping problem can be seen quite vividly the first time a child is presented with a novel word and several possible referents. In such situations, there are an infinite number of interpretations for the novel word that might be considered (cf., Quine, 1960)-each of the referents, their properties, actions that the speaker may take on them (or has taken) and so forth. Each is instantiated as a possible link between the auditory word-form and concept, and thus, even in this relatively constrained task, an enormous number of potential mappings must be considered. The rapid pace at which young children typically acquire a vocabulary, however, points to their skill at solving this problem.
Historically, research aimed at examining this skill has focused on the types of information children use to determine the correct referent of a novel word. In a typical study, the child is presented with a novel word, some possible referents for that word, and various cues such as eyegaze, gestures, or syntactic frames that suggest the intended meaning. Such studies have been incredibly productive and reveal, among other things, the contributions of
